
A Step-by-Step Appellate Manual 
for the Self-Represented

Appeals Demystifi ed for Laypeople

More Californians than ever before are representing them-
selves in appeals of civil cases, but many do not know how to 
fi le or respond to an appeal correctly. Most are unaware that 
an appeal cannot review the evidence anew; they may also 
have no idea what the standards of review are.

Appellate courts have to spend time deciphering and or-
ganizing the papers that self-represented litigants submit. 
Sometimes the courts must declare a party in default or must 
dismiss an appeal because the litigant failed to fi le properly. 
Seeing an obvious need, the Court of Appeal, Fourth Appel-
late District, Division One, created a manual in clear eighth-
grade or lower English, telling how and when to fi le documents 
in appeals. Th e manual teaches litigants what the standards 
are for reviewing a case, how to designate the record, how to 
fi le the civil case information statement, and how to prepare a 
brief that is based on the record and that states the facts, issues, 
and law clearly. To prevent defaults and dismissals, it spells out 
court procedures, practices, and deadlines.

Now, if the Fourth Appellate District, Division One, has 
to return a document that doesn’t comply with procedure in 
some way, it also sends the party a copy of the part of the 
manual describing how to prepare the document correctly.

Impacts

■ Fewer appeals by self-represented litigants are rejected for 
failure to follow procedures, meet deadlines, or prepare 
documents properly.

■ People are guided step-by-step through the forms they need, so the papers they fi le are more organized, 
more comprehensible, and more likely to communicate successfully. Th is strengthens people’s confi -
dence in court rulings.

■ Court clerks and staff  members save time because more litigants submit paperwork that is complete, 
timely, and intelligible.

■ In the fi rst fi ve months, more than 700 copies of the printed manual were distributed. Copying the man-
ual is permitted, so the number of copies in circulation is substantially higher but cannot be tracked.

■ Th e manual is used as a model for other appellate districts to customize to their practices.
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A Flyer Takes Off
“There had been a long-standing dearth of 
user-friendly materials for self-represented 
litigants on how to handle a civil appeal 
in the California courts,” recounts Michael 
Kaye, reference librarian at the San Diego 
County Public Law Library. “Enter Mary 
Eikel, then the principal research attorney 
for the Fourth Appellate District. She saw 
pro pers making fatal procedural blunders 
and envisioned a simple handout on how to 
avoid them.”

Eikel invited input from multiple sources, 
and what started as a fl yer grew into a 
140-page manual with an appendix of 21 
court forms and samples, giving line-by-line 
instructions. It is used not only by litigants 
but also by legal secretaries and by at-
torneys who are unfamiliar with appellate 
practice.

Kaye teaches an orientation class on appel-
late practice, aimed at parties representing 
themselves, and he shows students the 
sample forms, in the hope that they’ll turn 
to the manual if they run into any problems 
with their appeals.
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Court of Appeal, Fourth Appellate District, Division One, 750 B Street, Suite 300, San Diego, CA 92101

Project contact: Stephen M. Kelly, Clerk/Administrator, 619-645-2762, steve.kelly@jud.ca.gov
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Freely Available
The manual, entitled The California Court of Appeal Step-by-Step Civil Appellate Practices and Procedures for the 
Self-Represented, is available electronically on the Fourth Appellate District’s Web site, www.courtinfo.ca.gov/
courtsofappeal/4thDistrictDiv1/, and in a print version, free, from several sources:

■ The Fourth Appellate District, Division One
■ The Superior Court of San Diego County and its branches
■ The San Diego Family and Probate Courts, which serve the most self-represented litigants in the county
■ The San Diego County Public Law Library and its branches
■ The San Diego Volunteer Lawyer Program
■ The Legal Aid Society

http://www.courtinfo.ca.gov/courts/courtsofappeal/4thDistrictDiv1/4dca_stepbystep.htm
http://www.courtinfo.ca.gov/courts/courtsofappeal/4thDistrictDiv1/4dca_stepbystep.htm
http://www.courtinfo.ca.gov/courts/courtsofappeal/4thDistrictDiv1/4dca_proper.htm 
http://www.courtinfo.ca.gov/courts/courtsofappeal/4thDistrictDiv1/
http://www.sdcourt.ca.gov
http://www.sdcll.org/
http://www.sdvlp.org/
http://www.lassd.org/index.html 
http://www.sdcourt.ca.gov



